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Casey’s Death Seals a Void 

Committee Will Have to Judge His Role Largely on Hearsay 

ByGRBGORY F.TREVERTON 


Hie opening of the congrtasionsl inves- 
tigation into the Iran- esntra affair haa 
p rov ided no new iwh *—! revelations, 
b ut has caat the whole episode into sharper 
perspective. 

Yet the new t of fa rmer CIA Director 
William Casey's death on Wedn esda y was 
somehow s fitting postscript to the opening 
at this investigation. far it reminds us that 
one of the grot puiilw of the piece— 
Casey's own role— may never be fully 
resolved. Other participants, like Lt CoL 
Oliver L. North, may emulate retired 
Mai- Gen. Richard Y. Secord in hinting that 
they saw CUsey as the central character —a 
signal of license tor their activities from 
s omeone dose to the P resident 

Alrcerfy the rongrrarinnsl investigations 
have c orrec t ed what was an inevitable 
di s tortion of the Tower Oommimion’s re- 
port Oven the commiesion's charter, it 
fo cu sed narrowly on the arms sales to Iran 
and the d i vewton of profits to benefit the 
contras. Thoee arms sales, h owever disas- 
trous, were s snail piece of North's opera- 
dans and thus of the story. Hie bigger pen 
was finding other a o t ace e of funding for the 
contras. That much is now dear. 

Casey's role, h o wever , is not dear, and 
may never be. For months now there have 
been md i catiotw that he was central to 
the operation. For instance, when the con- 
gressional intelligence committees first 
limited coven aatistanee to the contras— to 


STAT 


134 million in the autumn of 1983— they 
also barred any reso rt to the CIA contin- 
gency fund. They did not however, explic- 
itly prohibit other executive branch offi- 
cials, inducting those in the CIA. from 
seeking other s o u rces of aUL In late 1983 
end early 1981 as the S24 million ran out, 
Casey apparently became the focal point 
in seekin g that aid. He and other officials, 
including Assistant Secretary of State 
EUiott Abrams, broached governments 
that ranged Aram Israel to Brunei to Saudi 
Arabia, and quietly canvassed private 
maces in the United States, South Korea, 
Taiwan and Latin America. When the 
$24 million authorised by Congress ran out 
in March, 1981 North became the informal 
coordinator of the private support. That 
October, when Cnrignim barred any CIA 
involvement the agency withdrew from 
its role. Whether Casey withdrew is less 
certain. 

By the same token. Casey also seems 
central in selling arms to Iran. He dearly 
was an enthusiast for the original idea, 
and. by the Tower Commission's report, 
he encouraged North to take day-to-day 
control of the operation. Yet when North 
called on the CIA in November, 1988, to 
bail him out when he could find no aircraft 
to tranmhg) arms from Portugal to Inn, it 
was not Casey, but rather the CIA's deputy 
director, John McMahon, who said no 
more— not without a formal presidential 
authorisation. 

If we never know the full extent of 
Casey’s role, it will not be just because he 
has died. It will also be because the opera- 
tion. once brought into the White House, 
was run extremely loosely— reminiscent of 
the early postwar years at covert action, 
when CIA officer s interpreted the winks 
and nods at their President in order to 
protect him. the exercise of the doctrine 
known then as “plausible deniaL*' 

Donald T. Regan, the P r es id en t's farmer 
chief of staff, vividly if inadvertently be- 


spoke the looseness In denying knowledge 
of North’s laundering of profits from arms 
sales to Iran, he likened their relationship 
to bank president and teller. Yet someone 
conducting his government’s most sensi- 
tive covert operations hardly would seem 
to resemble a bank teller in relation to the 
official charged with protecting the Presi- 
dent and his political future. 

Hie tameness p erv a ded the entire epi- 
sode. On that score, Secartfs testim o n y is 
etapmnfe *1 . . . imderstood that this 
A dministrati on knew of my contact and 
approved of it" Secretary of State George 
P. Shulls toM the Senate laat December 
that he registered hie opp osi ti on to the 
sales in two full National Security domicil 
meetings an the subject, but it was not even 
deer to him when, or if, d ecin o n s had been 
taken 

Regan perinea seeing hie boas’ anguish 
over the hoetagrs. was a ch e er leader for 
the arms sales. In this atmo s ph er e North, 
hearing his Pr esid en t enthuse over the 
contras, could have connected the arms 
sales and the contras an Ms own He 
adopted his own version of plauMMe denial, 
one long since discarded by the CIA mid 
one that it wee im willing to countenance in 
this case, when McMahon instead insisted 
on dear euthor Mstiou from the Pr erid ml 

Perhaps North's own testimony will shed 
light on the point Yet, given the lone Must 
in the White House, we may never know 
the precise trail of authorisation. enxciaUy 
if North invokes his own version of the 
Casey defense. And that looeenem is a large 
lesson of the affair, one drawn by the 
Tower Oommiasioo and already under- 
scored by the congressional investigation. 

Gregory F. Treverton it sa the faculty of 
the Kennedy School of Government at 
Harvard Unxo er x itg. He it the setter of 
"Covert Action. The Land* of Intervention 
m the Pvatw ar World,” to he paMWwd thu 
amtuMoby flame Bull. 
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